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On Nov. 25, the Nicaraguan National Assembly approved a series of amendments to the
Constitution, some of which could drastically change Nicaragua's future political panorama. Still,
the reforms must be approved in a final vote during the next legislative session, which begins
in January. Among the more contentious modifications are reforms that prohibit successive
presidential re-election, ban close relatives of the president from running for the presidency, and
require runoff elections when no one party achieves 45% of the vote. When the National Assembly
convened last January, the formation of new political alliances ended a 15 month impasse that had
virtually paralyzed the Assembly. The most noteworthy of these alliances was a new center-left
coalition that marginalized right-wing parties in the Assembly and further fractured the National
Opposition Union (Union Nacional Opositora (UNO) coalition that brought President Violeta
Chamorro to power in 1990. In the ensuing political realignment, the Union Democrata Cristiana
(UDC) withdrew from the UNO coalition and formed a working majority in the legislature with
the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) and a group of UNO dissidents known as the
"Center Group." Together they command a majority of 71 of the Assembly's 92 seats.
One of the first projects of the new parliamentary majority was to modify the Constitution, written
in 1987 by the Sandinista government, in part to reduce the power of the executive and place more
fiscal authority in the hands of the legislature. Most of the proposed amendments were the result of
a consensus reached late last year by the various political factions. In early September of this year,
FSLN congressman Sergio Ramirez defied the Sandinista leadership and introduced his own reform
package in congress, supported by 27 of the FSLN's 39 legislators. His defiance cost him his seat in
the legislature when members of an irate FSLN party directorate ordered Daniel Ortega to reclaim
the congressional post that Ramirez had held on Ortega's behalf. This also marked the beginning of
a permanent rift in the Sandinista party with the moderates lining up behind Ramirez and the more
orthodox members siding with Ortega. After two months of national consultations with political
leaders, grassroots organizations, and the general population, the entire National Assembly began
debate in mid-November on the package of amendments.
Finally, on Nov. 25, the Assembly approved amendments modifying 70 of the 202 articles in the
Constitution. Seventy-two of the 92 legislators in the Assembly voted in favor of the reforms while
six abstained. However, the amendments must be voted on again during the next legislative session
before they can be ratified, and some political analysts suggest that new political alliances could
change the balance of the vote. Some of the new amendments will: * prohibit successive presidential
re-election * prohibit close relatives of the president from running for the presidency * reduce the
presidential term from six to five years * require runoff elections in presidential elections where
no one party achieves at least 45% of the vote * eliminate forced military recruitment * establish
direct election of mayors and council members every two and a half years * guarantee widereaching property rights * ban government confiscation of private property, although property
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can be expropriated "in the national interest" under certain circumstances and with appropriate
compensation * grant legal protection to the current agrarian reform process * ban privatization of
health services * ban asylum for international terrorists * allow the congress to rule on certain fiscal
matters that are presently handled by the president.
Two of the reforms that have caused widespread controversy since their introduction are those that
prevent successive presidential re-election and prohibit close relatives, either by blood or marriage,
of the current president from running for the presidency. These modifications directly affect the
chances for President Violeta Chamorro and her son-in-law, Antonio Lacayo, to participate in the
1996 elections. Another reform that has also come under heavy criticism calls for a second round
of elections if the leading presidential candidate does not obtain 45% of the vote. Nathan Sevilla,
a deputy representing the orthodox Sandinista faction headed by Daniel Ortega, described this
particular article as a plot by the FSLN reform faction to weaken the power of Ortega's supporters.
"If the FSLN takes less than 45% of the vote in the next election, the right will organize with
Ramirez's followers against our candidate," said Sevilla. On the other hand, congressional president
Humberto Guzman claims that the new amendments will create a more democratic balance of
power. Among the new powers established for the Assembly are the right to elect magistrates to
the Supreme Court, the electoral council, and other important public offices. Meanwhile, a group of
Sandinista deputies from the congressional Ortega faction have introduced a motion in the congress
declaring certain amendments illegal because of procedural mistakes during the final voting. At the
same time, the FSLN directorate has issued a statement stipulating the party's refusal to recognize
the approval of the new amendments.
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